CHAPTER   XII

HOW,  AT  THE  END  OF THE  MIDDLE  AGES,

FRANCE    ALREADY   POSSESSED    MANY    OF

HER  PERMANENT  CHARACTERISTICS

i OR that rich stretch of land which is embraced as though by two
open arms, the Alps and the Pyrenees, three political and territorial
JL solutions were possible during die course of Europe's formative
years. It could belong to and form part of a larger unit; it could be
split up into several independent communities; or it could achieve its
own unity. France, in the early days of her history, passed several times
through each of these three phases. She had constituted a part of the
Roman Empire; she had been shattered into Barbarian kingdoms; she
had herself created a new empire, that of Charlemagne; at the time of die
dismemberment of this empire, she had split up into numerous fiefs;
then, bit by bit, one of the feudal lords, the King, had pieced these bits
together into one domain. In the fifteenth century, France's national unity
had been consolidated round a monarch.

Now the national solution triumphed not only in France, but in
England and in Spain. In all three countries, a king unified the nation.
For some time one might have wondered whether the Holy Roman
Empire or the Church would not come to dominate Europe. United, die
Pope and the Emperor could have made Christendom into a political
reality. But the rivalry between the Empire and die Church had weakened
both together, and they had lost all opportunity to create a homogeneous
Europe. The Hundred Years "War had given to the French as well as
to the English an awareness of their differences. In feudal times, institu-
tions had been approximately alike in both countries. Then the English
and die French monarchies had followed divergent roads. In the fifteenth
century, the English monarchy, solidly upheld by an aristocracy of squires
and wealthy merchants, governed by means of benevolent justices of die
peace, and annually summoned Parliaments in order to obtain funds.
The French monarchy, on the other hand, sought to resurrect the Roman
tradition of a central bureaucracy; it governed by means of office holders,
but it had popular support because it had protected the people against
the foreigner and against die feudal lords.
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